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Barrier-Free Design in Alberta: Summary of the Issues

Executive Summary

Who we are

The Alberta Disabilities Forum (ADF) is a group of over forty non-profit organizations of and for
people with disabilities. Together, we speak with a united voice on issues of importance to
Albertans with disabilities. Through ADF’s member organizations, we represent the perspectives
of thousands of Albertans with disabilities.

ADF uses the collective expertise of its member organizations to develop strategies for
improving a broad range of disability-related services in areas such as health, housing,
transportation, income supports, employment, education, and community inclusion. Our
working groups focus on specific issues and develop strategies to address barriers encountered
by people with disabilities when accessing services in these areas.

Purpose

People with disabilities do not want to be overly protected or privileged; they want to
participate fully and equally in all aspects of life: to work, to study, to shop, to host parties at
home, to attend hockey games. However, often, full and equal participation is impossible due to
the physical/architectural barriers people with disabilities face in their day-to-day lives. Barriers,
such as steep slopes, heavy entrance doors, and narrow doorways, are obstacles that inevitably
limit persons with disabilities freedom and life opportunities.

ADF member organizations believe accessibility levels can be improved in the province.
Accessibility is not a request for special privileges from government or charity from builders; it is
an essential feature of a fair society where discrimination is eliminated.

The purpose of the Improving Barrier-free Design in Alberta position paper is threefold:

e To promote barrier-free design as a legitimate and fair approach for the built
environment in Alberta

e To identify the challenges that hinder the development of a barrier-free environment in
Alberta
» To recommend solutions for improving barrier-free design in Alberta

Issues and Challenges

ADF, in consultation with a number of stakeholders, has identified five overarching challenges to
be overcome when creating a more accessible environment in Alberta:

1. Limitations of the Alberta Building Code, 3.8 Barrier-Free Section



2. Lack of awareness about barrier-free design among building inspectors, architects, and the
general public

3. Inconsistent enforcement of the barrier-free requirements stipulated in the code towards
new premises by building inspectors

4. Insufficient maintenance of barrier-free design features in existing facilities

5. Lack of financial support for barrier-free renovations to existing homes occupied by
Albertans with disabilities

Recommendations

The Alberta Disabilities Forum is willing and interested in working with stakeholders to address

the issues outlined in this position paper.

Limitations of the Alberta Building Code, 3.8 Barrier-Free Section

Ensure that the new version of the building code includes requirements for an accessible
examination room in a doctor’s office and for an accessible hotel room.

Use plain language in the code and avoid vague formulations which provide too much
room for interpretation. Phrases like “normally occupied”, “clearly marked”, etc. should be
substituted by detailed and clear descriptions.

Incorporate the content of the Adaptable Dwelling Units STANDATA (2008) into the new
version of the building code.

Ensure barrier-free technical requirements of the code are updated and meet
international best practices in barrier-free design.

Provide more effective disability community engagement into barrier-free design standard
development. The current online consultations and surveys on the building code changes
are enormously complicated. The communication tools should be based on “user-friendly”
terminology and be complimented with offline consultations where people with
disabilities can explain their vision on barrier-free design in their own words.

Lack of awareness about barrier-free design among building inspectors, architects, and the

general public

Pursue an ongoing awareness campaign about the critical importance of barrier-free
design among building inspectors, architects, and the general public. An awareness
campaign should be conducted in partnership with the Alberta Disabilities Forum, the
Safety Codes Council, the Alberta Building Officials Association, and other stakeholders.
Expand the practice of creating stationary and mobile barrier-free show rooms across
Alberta which will demonstrate how ideal accessible premises should be designed.
Update and widely distribute the existing barrier-free design guide.

Inconsistent enforcement of the barrier-free requirements stipulated in the code towards new

premises by building inspectors




Promote a better understanding of barrier-free design by building inspectors

Review thoroughly drawings of all future buildings regarding compliance with barrier-free
design standards to avoid accessibility errors at the earliest stage of a construction project
Increase the effectiveness of code enforcement through collaboration of the Alberta
Disabilities Forum, the Safety Codes Council, and the Alberta Building Officials Association.
Revise the current principle of liability by developing a policy that will require building
inspectors and municipal authorities to provide consistent enforcement of the barrier-free
requirements stipulated in the code.

Make impossible any “politically motivated” omissions regarding barrier-free design
standards driven by the desire of municipal authorities to open public facilities in spite of
contraventions to the code.

Expand the practice of establishing accessibility advisory committees in each municipality
in Alberta. The Sherwood Park accessibility advisory committee can be taken as a
successful example in this regard.

Expand the practice of joint site visits of building inspectors and barrier-free design
experts from the disability community (ACCD, CPA, etc.)

Consider transferring enforcement of the barrier-free design 3.8 section of the building
code from safety code officers to a new entity that will solely work on compliance of
barrier-free design standards in the province.

Insufficient maintenance of barrier-free design features in existing facilities

[ ]

Promote a better understanding of the importance of well-maintained barrier-free design
features.

Create a public policy mechanism that will stimulate owners/management of premises to
keep barrier-free design features well maintained.

Ensure that all governmental premises serve as an example for all private
owners/management of public premises in Alberta about what constitutes ideal

maintenance.

Lack of financial support for barrier-free renovations to existing homes occupied by Albertans

with disabilities

Increase the Residential Access Modification Program’s (RAMP) grant amount to reflect
today’s costs for home modifications and adjust this amount annually to reflect
inflationary costs.

Increase the RAMP income eligibility thresholds to ensure that those in need are able to

access home modifications.



Introduction

Definitions

Understanding what barrier-free design means is not a simple task. There are many terms that
label a wide range of various barrier-free design concepts: Visitability, accessible design
(accessibility), universal design, adaptable design, life span design, etc. These concepts look at
the design of private and public buildings through different lens. For example, visitability
addresses only those basic design features which allow people with limited mobility to visit the
first floor of residential premises, whereas universal design goes far beyond any other concept
and proposes elimination, not only of physical barriers, but the creation of spaces that will
facilitate increased social interactions between people. The above mentioned concepts are
invariably interlinked by the concept of creating environments which allow/assist people to

have a high quality of life.

As a working concept in this position paper, we use the term accessible design (accessibility).
Accessibility is defined as an approach in planning physical space inside and outside buildings
in a way that can accommodate the needs of people with disabilities. For the sake of
manageability, we acknowledge usage of the terms accessible design (accessibility) and barrier-

free design synonymously and in an interchangeable manner.
Documents that regulate accessibility

in Alberta there are a few sources that legally define what builders must do to comply with
barrier-free design standards: Alberta Building Code (2006), Safety Code for Elevators and
Escalators (ASME A17.1/CSA B44), Adaptable Dwelling Units Standata (06-BCI-010).
Unquestionably, the Alberta Building Code {ABC) is the most crucial document among all. The
3.8 Barrier-Free Section of the code defines minimum accessibility requirements and enforces
the implementation of barrier-free design standards. The requirements of the barrier-free
section apply to all new/renovated buildings except residential projects that are not funded by

the Government of Alberta and premises that are not intended to be occupied on a daily basis



such as pumphouses.1 In other words, the Alberta Building Code states that all “public
accommodations”, including privately owned restaurants, supermarkets, cinemas, arenas, and
even public laundries should meet the criteria of the 3.8 Barrier-Free Section. The code includes
detailed technical requirements for barrier-free design such as the number of designated
parking stalls for persons with disabilities, the parameters of driveways, walkways, doorways,
ramps, washrooms, and counters. According to the code, all buildings required to be barrier-

free must comply with all requirements designed to assist persons with disabilities.
Current situation with accessibility in Alberta

According to official statistics there are approximately 410,000 Albertans age 15 and older with
disabilities. Albertans with disabilities are most likely to have agility, mobility, and pain-related
limitations. The statistics also show that there are approximately 425 000 seniors in Alberta.” If
we take into account that barrier-free design is intended to benefit not only Albertans with
disabilities, but other groups of citizens with limited mobility, we acknowledge that accessibility
addresses the interests of a vast number of Albertans. Moreover, it is expected that with aging
of the population there will be a significant increase in the number of people who will use

accessibility features in their everyday lives.

What is the current situation with accessibility in Alberta? Unfortunately, accessibility levels in
the province are still far from ideal. Although, the building code and other legal regulations
address many issues of barrier-free design, Albertans with disabilities still face accessibility
challenges in many brand new or recently renovated facilities. In this regard, the Alberta
Disabilities Forum launched a working group to analyse the obstacles that interfere with the
development of a barrier-free environment in Alberta. Working group members have identified

five overarching issues that hinder the transformation to a fully accessible province:

1. Limitations of the Alberta Building Code, 3.8 Barrier-Free Section

2. Lack of awareness about barrier-free design among building inspectors, architects, and

!t is necessary to emphasize, that under the Safety Codes Act [SCA) a building permit is not required for
constructions/renovations that does not exceed $5000 in prevailing market value. So, as a matter of fact, it means
that small constructions/renovations are excluded from the ABC regulations.

2 Quick Facts and Statistics, Official website of the Government of Alberta,
http://www.seniors.aIberta.ca/media_room/facts_stats/, accessed on August 31, 2012



the general public

3. Inconsistent enforcement of barrier-free requirements stipulated in the code towards
new premises by building inspectors

4. Insufficient maintenance of barrier-free design features in existing facilities

5. Lack of financial support for barrier-free renovations to existing homes occupied by

Albertans with disabilities

This position paper describes the above-mentioned overarching issues identified by the working
group, gives specific examples of how these issues affect increased accessibility in the province,

and provides recommendations on how to overcome the existing challenges.



Issues and Challenges

1. Limitations of the Alberta Building Code, 3.8 Barrier-Free

Section

All people with disabilities are different and consequently each have their own opinion of
what constitutes accessibility. For example, some prefer high toilet seats while others prefer
low toilet seats; some choose horizontal grab bars while others choose diagonal grab bars.
In this regard, the 3.8 Barrier-Free Section of the Alberta Building Code is not only the legal
document that defines minimum accessibility standards, but it is also a social contract
between Albertans with disabilities, builders, and other stakeholders. The key goal of this
contract is to set forth accessibility requirements that satisfy the needs of the majority of

Albertans with disabilities in a cost-effective manner.

The current Alberta Building Code (ABC) was approved by the provincial government in
2006. The existing code addresses a variety of accessibility issues and strictly prescribes
that building designers must comply with the barrier-free requirements in the code, while
at the same time the 3.8 Barrier-Free Section has many gaps and room for improvement. It
is anticipated that the next version of the ABC will be issued at the end of 2013; therefore,
the ADF member organizations believe that this is the right time to discuss what changes

can be made to the code.

The ADF Barrier-Free Design working group members conducted a comprehensive analysis
of the Alberta Building Code, Barrier-Free Section 3.8 and identified the following

limitations.
e The building code does not cover all “public accommodations”.

To give two examples, there are no regulations included in the code for an examining room
in a doctor’s office nor are there any regulations for accessibility in a hotel room. As a

result:



= New and recently renovated doctor’s offices very often do not have an

examination room that can comfortably accommodate a wheel-chair user.

=  Many hotels in Alberta offer accessible accommodations; however, seeing
the code does not define the criteria for accessible hotel rooms, hotel
managers/owners label as “accessible” any room that possesses barrier-
features according to their understanding of accessible design, which very

often has limited accessibly or incorrect assumptions about accessibility.

Also, the building code does not regulate the level of accessibility of construction sites
which are located in public areas. Temporary construction sites are very often located in
places that form part of an exterior barrier-free path of travel and therefore public

walkways through these sites must be accessible and safe.

It is our strong belief that existing gaps in the code should be addressed immediately. The
2013 version of the code should include requirements for an accessible examination room
in a doctor’s office and for an accessible hotel room, as well. The Alberta Committee of
Citizens with Disabilities and other disability groups, who represent the end users of
barrier-free design, are actively working on creating a full set of technical parameters for an
accessible examination room and an accessible hotel room. Their findings, after
consultations with various stakeholders (builders, hoteliers, and doctors), should be

implemented into the code.

o The building code has vague formulations which provide too much room for

interpretation.

For example, sentence 3.8.2.1 stipulates that “a barrier-free path of travel from the
entrances shall be provided throughout all normally occupied floors areas”. However, there
is no definition of what should be considered as “normally occupied floor areas”. This
uncertainty lends itself to builder’s interpretation of “normally occupied floor areas” to
their advantage. Another illustrative example of unclear formulation is sentence 3.8.2.2,
which says “a parking stall intended for use by persons using a wheelchair shall be clearly

marked as being for the use of persons with disabilities only”. However, there is no



specification of what “clearly marked” means.

ADF Barrier-Free working group members’ experience shows that builders often mark
international symbols of accessibility on the pavement only. This is ineffective because
during the winter season in Alberta painted symbols on the pavement are obscured by ice,

snow, and mud. What is “clearly marked” during summer can be invisible during winter.

These are only two examples; the list of vague formulations in the code is much more
extensive and examples are prevalent in the disability community. ADF members believe
that the language in the code needs to become categorically simpler, and technical

requirements on barrier-free design should be clarified as much as possible.

e The code prescribes that builders follow the accessibility design criteria in
residential projects, which are funded by the Government of Alberta, but the code

does not say what the features of an accessible suite are.

The interpretation of an accessible suite appears only in the Adaptable Dwelling Units
STANDATA from 2008. Therefore, until 2008, accessibility design of residential units in
Alberta has been determined solely by barrier-free design interpretations of the builders
and the safety code officers. The accessibility design criteria for residential projects are not
included in the code, making them less known among the builders and other industry

stakeholders who are primarily concerned with implementation of the code requirements.

It seems reasonable to incorporate the content of the STANDATA into the 2013 Alberta
Building Code. This incorporation will make accessibility standards for residential suites

easier to understand for all participants of the construction industry.
e Some barrier-free requirements of the code are outdated.

Our world is constantly changing due to new technologies and innovations. These
technological changes have an impact on people with disabilities. For example, more and
more Albertans with limited mobility use power wheelchairs and scooters instead of classic
manual wheelchairs. A power wheelchair/scooter provides better and more functional

mobility, but usually an electric wheelchair is much larger and requires more space to turn
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and move around. The result is that doors and doorways, which are located in a barrier-
free path, need wider clearance. The current Code requires 800 mm minimum width for
doorways but this should be increased to 900 mm. The width of a ramp located in a barrier-
free path of travel should be revised, as well. It is important to emphasize that the revision
of width or other technical parameters as a rule has minimal cost implications for the

builder.
e The Code is limited by nature of its creation.

Representatives of the disability community are not adequately involved and consulted
enough in barrier-free standard development. Professionals who create the code and
barrier-free standards very often do not comprehend the experience of people with
disabilities even though they believe they can identify the best accessibility solutions due
to their advanced knowledge of architecture and design. ADF believes that excluding the
disability community from meaningful participation in crafting barrier-free design

regulations significantly delegitimizes the code.

It is important to acknowledge that there are efforts to include the disability community in
discussions of the new barrier-free standards in Alberta. For instance, in the summer of
2012, the Safety Codes Council and Alberta Municipal Affairs launched online public
consultations on proposed changes to the code. The Alberta Disabilities Forum encouraged
its member organizations to become involved in this online consultation; however, many
reported that it was nearly impossible to figure out how to access the questionnaire to give
input. The public consultation website provides a number of links to the proposed code
changes in different parts of the ABC and Alberta Fire Code; however, it is difficult for users
to identify online where the consultation on barrier-free design is taking place. We believe
that public consultations should be implemented not only online but offline, as well. Many
people with disabilities would like to share their vision on accessibility; however, this can be
a complicated task to accomplish through the proposed survey, which is based on dry
formulations of the code. Therefore, it is essential to have face-to-face consultations with

members of the disability community to learn firsthand about experiences and concerns

1:1:



and to receive input from stakeholders. ADF is ready to serve as a liaison between the

disability community and the government on this matter.
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2. Lack of awareness about barrier-free design among building
inspectors, architects, and the general public

Achieving an inclusive and fair society is a crucial goal for developed democracies such as
Canada. As was mentioned previously in this position paper, an accessible environment is
an inherent precondition for supporting people with disabilities to be socially active and
contributing members of society. There is no public disagreement in Alberta about the
importance of barrier-free design, but there is confusion about accessibility. It is not
barrier-free design per se that is misunderstood, but the myths and misconceptions
construed around it. ADF working group members identified three main areas where

awareness of the general public and professionals should be increased.

e Myth number one: barrier-free design is beneficial for only a small percentage of

the population.

Unfortunately, this misconception is still believed by some Albertans who think that
accessible design is a favour to a limited group of wheelchair users. Perhaps the underlying
reason for this incorrect stereotype is that it is based on our day to day experience of
seeing just a few people with disabilities on the streets, in the shopping malls or in
restaurants. However, statistics show that there over 410 000 Albertans age 15 and older
with disabilities and approximately 425 000 seniors in Alberta, plus hundreds of Albertans
who have temporary limited mobility. These numbers are growing, and it is reasonable to
assume that there could be 1,000,000 potential users of barrier-free design in Alberta.
There are reasons why we do not see citizens with mobility disabilities, one of which is that
many stay in their homes due to a lack of adequately developed barrier-free designed
spaces. There is no doubt that barrier-free design is valuable for a vast number of
Albertans. Moreover, it benefits the social and economic development of the province by

including a large group of individuals in social and economic activities.
e Myth number two: barrier-free design is a luxury and expensive.

Research on design indicates that accessibility can be achieved in a cost-effective manner.
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For example, leading specialists on barrier-free design, Jordana Maisel and Edward
Steinfeld from the Centre for Inclusive Design and Environmental Access (IDEA) located at
the University of Buffalo state: “We do know that the cost of meeting accessibility
regulations in new public buildings is very low, usually adding less than one percent to the
total construction cost. Further, a cost-benefit study on public buildings completed in the
late 1970s demonstrated that there are huge benefits to society from making buildings
accessible, justifying the application of accessibility standards in economic terms”.’
Unfortunately, many builders and managers of existing premises believe that accessibility is
a high-priced element of design and consequently consider accessibility by default as a
large additional financial expenditure. ADF working group members assert that an
awareness campaign on accessibility for architects, builders, and the general public must

include a message that will clarify barrier-free design in economic terms.

o Myth number three: barrier-free design is simply a set of ramps, grab bars, and

other technical aids for wheelchair users

The experience of ADF working group members vividly demonstrates that an overwhelming
majority of builders and owners in Alberta are in favour of making their premises accessible
to people with disabilities. More and more business owners understand that accessible
design is not only beneficial for social reasons but also for their financial bottom line. That
is why many companies highlight in their ads that their premises are accessible in order to
attract clients with disabilities and their families. Unfortunately, as was previous stated,
business owners may have incorrect perceptions of what barrier-free design involves. The
presence of ramps, automatic doors, grab bars or other technical aids for people with
disabilities does not provide accessibility per se. These features should be installed in
accordance with the building code in order to provide a minimum level of accessibility. To
give an example, the code says that a grab bar in an accessible toilet should be installed
300-330 mm above a toilet seat; however, in many “accessible” public washrooms a grab

bar is installed much higher and therefore people with disabilities cannot use it.

3 Maisel ). and Steinfeld E., Universal Design: Designing Inclusive Environments, Wiley & Sons, New Jersey. 2012,
p.189
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Immanent features of accessible design are integrity and continuity — all elements of the
built environment must be accessible. To illustrate this concept, a building with parking
stalls designated for people with disabilities and a barrier-free entrance and path of travel
may make the building inaccessible to people with disabilities due to their inability to use

the washroom because of inappropriate grab bars.

Observations of working group members show that companies that specialize in the
production of barrier-free design supplies often misinterpret accessibility standards. For
example, accessibility audits detect that many builders prefer to purchase and install
wheel-in shower stalls due to the assumption that ready-made shower stalls, labeled as

accessible, meet the criteria of the code. Unfortunately, very often ready-made wheel-in

shower stalls labeled as “accessible” do not meet the Alberta Building Code requirements.

We therefore see that there is a lack of awareness about barrier-free design not only

among builders or architects, but also among designers of accessible design equipment.

Representatives of ADF membership organizations are willing to meet with interested
stakeholders from the business sector who wish to improve barrier-free design of their
premises or those who wish to confirm that their existing accessibility features meet the

code requirements.
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3. Inconsistent enforcement of the barrier-free
requirements stipulated in the code towards new
premises by building inspectors

Evidence provided by working group members show that many new and recently renovated
buildings in Alberta do not meet the minimum barrier-free design criteria in the Alberta
Building Code, although code requirements apply to all new/renovated buildings except
residential projects not funded by the Government of Alberta and premises that are not
intended to be occupied on a daily basis. This situation occurs due to two main factors:
builders are not always aware of accessibility design criteria, and safety code officers do not
always issue orders to rectify infringement of code requirements.® The latter circumstance
clearly shows that the system of barrier-free design standards enforcement in Alberta is not
sufficient. ADF working group members identified three main reasons for inconsistent

enforcement of barrier-free requirements.
e Reason number one: Human factor

Human error can affect performance and increase the frequency of errors in any process.
Inspections of buildings are undertaken by safety code officers who sometimes do not pay
attention to violation of the mandatory requirements of the code’s barrier-free design
standards for a number of reasons. Some members of the working group regularly
accompany building inspectors in the field. This experience shows that very often a safety

codes officer

¢ may not remember/know the details of the 3.8 barrier-free section of the
code

¢ may be rushed and not see accessibility design errors

« may be overwhelmed by the amount of information in the code

e may not rigorously enforce barrier-free features because of a belief that

% NB. For the sake of manageability, the terms “Safety Code officer” and “building inspector” are used in this
position paper in synonymous and interchangeable manner.
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